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Abstract 
We emphasize the importance of informal institutions, namely trust and control, exploring the public's acceptance of the Welfare 
State reforms. While the concept of social trust is well elaborated, the concepts on control have remained omitted in economics. 
The aim of the paper is to provide a survey of psychological and sociological concepts on control being relevant for an analysis of 
Welfare State attitudes. The paper introduces and compares the concepts of fatalism, locus of control, self-efficacy and autonomy 
freedom. Finally, it suggests a coherent framework to control covering features of perceived control, agent-ends relations and 
competence. 
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1. Introduction 
Despite a long and intensive discussion about a future of the Welfare State in Europe, the “demand side” of the 
Welfare State, meaning the public's acceptance of the reforms, is still under-researched. Generally, three broad groups 
of factors can form people's attitudes to the Welfare State: individual self-interest, governance quality (formal 
institutional framework), and informal institutions. Pitlik & Kouba (2013, 2015) emphasize the importance of informal 
institutions, namely trust and control, exploring the public's acceptance of the Welfare State reforms. 
 Nevertheless, while social trust is the most frequent and traditional core belief within the thematic literature on 
informal institutions (Berggren, Elinder, & Jordahl, 2008; Bergh & Bjørnskov, 2011; Bjørnskov & Svendsen, 2012), 
the concepts related to control have remained surprisingly omitted in economics; in particular, when comparing it to 
psychology and sociology, where the theory of control has been developing thoroughly for many decades (Rotter, 
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1966; Bandura, 1977; Skinner 1996). Despite this neglect, one can find particular economic papers where various 
derivatives from this concept of control have been used, nevertheless, in our point of view, usually not in an entirely 
systematic way.  
Therefore, the aim of the paper is to provide a survey of psychological and sociological concepts on control being 
relevant for an analysis of Welfare State attitudes. In following sections 2 to 5, we introduce and compare four 
concepts: fatalism, locus of control, self-efficacy and autonomy freedom. In section 6, we suggest a coherent 
framework to control covering features of perceived control, agent-ends relations and competence. 
2. Fatalism 
Finding inspiration from sociology, we want to highlight fatalism as a rather promising concept regarding the 
matter of Welfare State attitudes. Whelan (1996) defines fatalism in a strict way as “a system of beliefs which holds 
that everything has an appointed outcome which cannot be altered by effort or foreknowledge”. Similarly, according 
to D’Orlando, Ferrante & Ruiu (2010:10), fatalism “can be linked with people’s propensity to believe that their 
destinies are ruled by an unseen power – Fate – rather than by their will”. In sociology, there are two classical theories 
on the origins of fatalism: structural fatalism by Durkheim from 1897 (republished 1951) and cosmological fatalism 
by Weber (1930). Recently, using the WVS data, Ruiu (2012) supported Durkheim’s idea that a more regulated society 
tends to be more fatalistic as well, which is a direct link to our story. 
Regarding economic literature, other involved authors also state that fatalism is still a (surprisingly) neglected 
concept, in contrast to sociology (Ruiu, 2012) or in contrast to trust within the literature on institutions (D’Orlando, 
Ferrante & Ruiu, 2010). Close to our focus, although rather implicitly (an explicit stress on luck), the concept of 
fatalism can be identified in the texts on redistribution issues by Alesina (e.g. Alesina, Glaeser and Sacerdote, 2001; 
Alesina & Angeletos, 2005; Alesina & Giuliano, 2009). These papers point out, among other things, the strong positive 
correlation between the share of social spending on GDP and the share of people thinking that income is determined 
mostly by luck. This conclusion is again in accordance with our line of reasoning. Furthermore, D’Orlando, Ferrante 
& Ruiu (2010) provide an interesting and unique application of the fatalism concept to labour market institutions. The 
authors emphasize the interaction between culture and institutions in the determination of economic performance 
understanding culture as a social contrast while understanding institutions as individual beliefs with their roots in 
social psychology. Similarly to us, D’Orlando, Ferrante & Ruiu focus on two main beliefs, trust and fatalism (our 
control), and find: trust is negatively related to the demand for job security while fatalism has a positive relation to 
the demand for job security. 
Finally, Bernard, Dercon & Taffesse (2012) provide the most coherent theoretical contribution on fatalism and 
economic behaviour. Their paper focuses on the relationship between fatalistic beliefs and the attitudes towards 
investment in rural areas of Ethiopia, which is another partial strand of literature on fatalism differing from our scope; 
similarly, e.g. Shapiro & Wu (2011) focus on the relationship between fatalism and savings. However, Bernard, 
Dercon & Taffesse go deeper than fatalism – they deal with the psychological concepts locus of control and self-
efficacy as well as with the framework of aspiration failure. 
In a nutshell, fatalism is a concept that is to a large degree compatible with our theory: people with fatalistic 
tendencies have a low level of control over their lives, thus, they have a tendency towards (anti-individualistic) pro-
Welfare State attitudes. Nevertheless, the delimitation of fatalism (fate, luck) is still rather vague. On the contrary, 
when analysing literature on psychology, locus of control seems to be a concept closely related to fatalism, 
furthermore, with a high potential to become a general informal institution that explains many areas of human 
behaviour, including support for the Welfare State. 
3. Locus of control 
Rotter had already developed the locus of control concept in 1966. Rotter summarizes that (1990:489) “internal 
versus external control refers to the degree to which persons expect that a reinforcement or an outcome of their 
behaviour is contingent on their own behaviour or personal characteristics versus the degree to which persons expect 
that the reinforcement or outcome is a function of chance, luck, or fate, is under the control of powerful others, or is 
simply unpredictable.” In other words, people who perceive a high internal locus of control believe in people‘s ability 
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to control their life course and to influence the world around them. They interpret their life course as being at their 
own disposition and that their personal choices are the main cause of individual success or failure. On the other side 
of the spectrum, people who have a high external locus of control believe that control over events is largely outside 
their sphere of influence. In addition, Skinner (1996:552) in his systematic survey on control divides internal causes 
into actions versus attributes. While actions can be associated with behaviour, responses or efforts, attributes with 
ability, personality or genetic makeup. Analogically, external causes can be divided into those that are under the 
control of “powerful others” and those that are beyond human control. The former can be identified with the system, 
institutions or society, the later with chance, luck, fate, nature or God. 
In literature on psychology, we can find some studies explicitly examining the impact of the locus of control on 
economic behaviour. This concept is rather frequently examined in its relationship to organizational commitment. 
Irving, Coleman & Cooper (1997) point out that people with an internal locus of control are usually more affectively 
committed to both their organizations and their careers. Similarly, Luthans, Baack & Taylor (1987) remark that people 
with an internal locus of control tend to be committed to the organizations allowing them this control. Analysing the 
labour market matters as well, Judge & Bono (2001) prove that locus of control in high intercorrelation with three 
other personality traits – self-esteem, generalized self-efficacy and emotional stability – belong among the best 
predictors of job satisfaction and job performance. Additionally, Judge & Hurst (2007) claim that locus of control 
together with the other three personality traits predicts income at midlife; furthermore, individuals with positive so-
called core self-evaluations are the most likely to capitalize on their early advantages and turn them into later economic 
success. 
In addition, in literature on psychology, the link between locus of control, happiness and well-being is frequently 
studied, e.g. Noor (2002), Peterson (2003), April, Dharani & Peters (2012). However, only a few papers dealing with 
this relationship could also be identified within literature on economics. Ng, Sorensen & Eby (2006) offer a meta-
analysis focused on the relationship between locus of control and well-being at work. Nevertheless, as we see it, 
Verme (2009) provides a promising application of the theory of control onto economics. The author refers to 
psychology claiming as well that the locus of control affects how people evaluate freedom of choice. So called 
“internals” believe that they have control of their lives and that the outcomes of their actions are the consequences of 
their own effort and skills, and thus appreciate more freedom of choice as a source of an increment in happiness. 
Furthermore, Bernard, Dercon & Taffesse (2012) discussed the locus of control in the determining of well-being, 
however, just as a supportive theory to the concepts of self-efficacy and aspirations failure. 
To sum up, the concept of the locus of control, vital in psychology but broadly ignored in economics, aspires to 
being used as a general informal institution affecting human codes of behaviour. People with an internal locus of 
control tend to have rather individualistic attitudes, thus, voting for a smaller Welfare State. Comparing this to the 
concept of fatalism, we consider the locus of control to be a better-elaborated concept. We can say – fatalistic people 
have an external locus of control, nevertheless, within the concept of a locus of control, we can identify a more 
coherent structure of reasons for either external or internal locus of control, see above the four modes described by 
Skinner (1996). On the other hand, also within the locus of control concept, we can identify a potential minor weak 
point: the internal causes that Skinner calls attributes. Generally, there is no doubt that people can successfully try to 
modify their responses or put more effort into their behaviour; in other words, to change their actions. Nonetheless, 
what about such features (attributes) as talent or attractiveness? If talent is decisive for a potential success, is it 
meaningful to talk about internal control, anyway? In addition to that, as another instance, a tennis player could believe 
that six-hour-long training every day would guarantee success, however, not believe that he is capable of such hard 
and purposeful work. For that reason, talking about the (internal) locus of control, it is highly recommendable to take 
the matter of competence or self-determination into account (see next section). 
4. Self-efficacy 
Further to these partial reservations, we can remark that in psychology there is another very close concept to the 
locus of control, which is mentioned only sporadically in literature on economics – self-efficacy. This concept was 
developed in a classic psychological paper by Bandura in 1977 and refers to (Bandura, 1989:1175) “people's beliefs 
about their capabilities to exercise control over events that affect their lives. Self-efficacy beliefs function as an 
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important set of proximal determinants of human motivation, affect, and action.” This definition clearly demonstrate 
the closeness of both related concepts, however, Bandura remarks that even if individuals believe that behaviour can 
generally affect outcomes, they won’t exercise control without belief in their personal capabilities to produce such 
purposeful behaviour. In addition, Boyd & Vozikis (1994) summarise the fragments of knowledge of the fact that the 
locus of control is a generalized concept comprising a broad spectrum of situations whereas self-efficacy is rather a 
task-specific construct. It means that individuals may dispose of the internal locus of control in general, but may have 
low self-efficacy towards particular specific tasks. 
 With regard to these fine distinctions, the self-efficacy concept seems to be an even slightly more appropriate 
theoretical concept regarding our analysis of individual attitudes towards the Welfare State. On the other hand, the 
occurrence of self-efficacy in economics is probably even scarcer than the locus of control (and fatalism). We are only 
aware of the (abovementioned) paper by Bernard, Dercon & Taffesse (2012), moreover, also these authors mention 
self-efficacy as one of a few conceptions “behind fatalism”. 
5. Autonomy freedom and other concepts on control 
In order to supplement our survey focused on the theoretical concepts of control being used in economic literature, 
we should mention autonomy freedom as explained by Bavetta & Peragine (2006) and particularly by Bavetta, Bottero 
& Navarra (2008). These authors distinguish between objective and subjective freedom. While objective freedom is 
about having opportunities to choose from, subjective freedom is related to one’s autonomy or, broadly composed, to 
the control over one’s life. Hence, their approach is in fact also in accordance to our framework. Nevertheless, 
comparing it with the concepts of the locus of control or self-efficacy, we consider autonomy freedom rather as a 
necessary condition for control than a sufficient one. 
Besides the four relevant concepts being discussed in this section, it is possible to mention many other 
psychological and sociological concepts closely related to control, both explicitly using the term control and without 
explicitly using it. Regarding the former, there are, e.g. action control, cognitive control, decisional control, outcome 
control, personal control, sense of control. Regarding the later, there are, e.g. autonomy, contingency, effectiveness, 
causal attributions, helplessness, mastery, probability of success. Moreover, Skinner (1996) in the Appendix provides 
a list of about 100 constructs of control and their definitions. Because of this terminological inconsistency and rather 
random use of these constructs in literature on economics, we have made an effort to offer a more coherent application 
of the control theory into economics. 
6. Discussion: a coherent framework to control 
Firstly, we should touch on the distinction between objective and subjective control. Skinner (1996) remarks that 
the former can be called actual control as well and is related to the person and the context; whereas the later is typically 
named perceived control and can be associated with an individual’s beliefs about how much control is available. 
According to many papers on psychology (Averill, 1973; Langer, 1979; Burger, 1989), perceived control is a stronger 
determinant of human behaviour than actual control: a person must be aware of an actual gain or loss of control to be 
psychologically affected by an objective gaining or losing of it. In accordance with this idea, we approach control as 
perceived control in our framework. 
Secondly, having discussed the particular concepts on control in the previous part, we have pointed out often only 
the fine differences and several times the considerable overlapping among them. To cope with this fact, we refer to a 
classification provided by Skinner (1996) based on the distinction between agents, means and ends of control. Agents 
are understood as individuals or groups who exert control (self, personal, collective), means as ways in which control 
is exerted through them (actions, attributes, abilities, behaviour, efforts, personality; fate, God, institutions, luck), and 
ends as desired and undesired outcomes over which control is exerted (performance, consequences). Further to this, 
Skinner distinguishes three kinds of relations: means-ends, agent-means and agent-ends reactions. 
Applying this classification on our four concepts discussed in the previous part, we can classify locus of control 
and fatalism as means-ends relations since these refer to the link between causes and desired and undesired outcomes. 
Nevertheless, we agree with Skinner (1996) that the connections between people and outcomes, in other words agent-
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ends relations, prescribe “the prototypical definition of control”. Within this logic, we consider the concept of self-
efficacy to be an example of agent-ends relations, thus being the most appropriate to our framework. 
Thirdly, we should specify the aspect of competence in the theory of control as being unambiguously present in the 
case of self-efficacy, and a slightly hazy in the case of the locus of control. The need for competence should not be 
confused with the need for self-determination or autonomy. Deci & Ryan (1985:31) argue, “There are very important 
differences between the concepts of control and self-determination. Control refers to there being a contingency 
between one’s behaviour and the outcomes one receives, whereas self-determination refers to the experience of 
freedom in initiating one’s behaviour.” Following this idea, we can exclude such concepts as autonomy freedom 
discussed by Bavetta et al. (2006, 2008) from the factual area of control theory. 
To summarize, a general informal institution being based on the theory of control should have the subsequent 
features: perceived (subjective) control, agents-ends relations and competence. In our opinion, the self-efficacy 
concept fulfils these criteria the best. On the other hand, we also take into account the incidence in literature, moreover, 
the information capability of the term control itself. For these reasons, we recommend basing a general informal 
institution broadly affecting human behaviour, and in our case, determining Welfare State attitudes, on the two closely 
related and complementary concepts – locus of control and self-efficacy. Furthermore, the World Values Survey 
(WVS) database provides the data on life control in accordance with these criteria for agents-ends and means-ends 
relations theory.  
7. Conclusions and outlook 
Having found inspiration from psychology and sociology, the paper has discussed and compared four concepts on 
control relevant for an analysis of Welfare State attitudes. Whereas autonomy freedom is considered to be only a 
necessary condition for control, fatalism, locus of control and self-efficacy can be use as adequate concepts for this 
purpose. Nevertheless, the deeper comparative analysis has indicated the existence of fine distinctions among these 
three relevant concepts. Firstly, we consider the locus of control to be a better-elaborated concept than fatalism: 
fatalistic people have an external locus of control; however, within the concept of a locus of control, one can identify 
a more coherent structure of reasons for either external (“powerful others” vs. “beyond human control”) or internal 
(actions vs. attributes) locus of control. Secondly, self-efficacy eliminates a minor weak point of the locus of control 
concept – problem of lacking competence in case of such attributes as talent or intelligence. Using a meaningful 
classification by Skinner (1996), fatalism and locus of control are so called means-ends relations, while self-efficacy 
the most appropriate agents-ends relation. To sum up, a coherent framework to control should cover features of 
perceived control, agent-ends relations and competence. On the other hand, whereas locus of control is at least 
occasionally present in economic literature, self-efficacy remains entirely omitted; in addition, the term locus of 
control itself is more intuitive. 
Regarding an empirical analysis of Welfare State attitudes, the World Values Survey database provides the apt data 
on life control. The related WVS question is: „Some people feel they have completely free choice and control over 
their lives, while other people feel that what they do has no real effect on what happens to them. Please use this scale 
[between] “none at all” and ... “a great deal” to indicate how much freedom of choice and control you feel you have 
over the way your life turns out.” Hence, the available data offer a possibility to base our approach both on the concepts 
of locus of control and self-efficacy. Therefore, in our empirical research, we plan to test the following hypothesis: 
People with an internal locus of control and high self-efficacy have weaker preferences for government activities 
in the Welfare State area (in particular, if individually perceived government quality is weak).  
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